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The exhibition will present over 250 works making it one of the largest retrospective shows for this 

artist ever held in a museum. It will cover Mapplethorpe’s entire career as a photographer, from the 

Polaroids of the early 1970s to the portraits from the late 1980s, touching on his sculptural nudes and 

still lifes, and sadomasochism.  

The focus on his two muses Patti Smith and Lisa Lyon explores the theme of women and femininity 

and reveals a less known aspect of the photographer’s work. The challenge of this exhibition is to 

show that Mapplethorpe is a great classical artist, who addressed issues in art using photography as 

he might have used sculpture. It also puts Mapplethorpe’s art into the context of the New York art 

scene in the 1970-1980s.  

In his interview with Janet Kardon in 1987, Mapplethorpe explained that photography in the 1970s was 

the perfect medium for a fast-paced time. He did not really choose photography; in a way it was 

photography that chose him. Later in the same interview, he said “If I had been born one hundred or 

two hundred years ago, I might have been a sculptor, but photography is a very quick way to see, to 

make a sculpture. Lisa Lyon reminded me of Michelangelo’s subjects, because he did muscular 

women.”
 

Mapplethorpe positioned himself from the outset as an Artist, with a capital A. Unlike Helmut Newton, 

who as a teenager already wanted to be a fashion photographer, and imposed his vision of the world 

and photography, making it an art in its own right, Robert Mapplethorpe is a sculptor at heart, a plastic 

artist driven by the question of the body and its sexuality and obsessed by the search for perfect form.  

Like Man Ray, Mapplethorpe wanted to be “a creator of images” rather than a photographer, “a poet” 

rather than a documentarist. In the catalogue for the Milan exhibition which compared the two artists, 

Bruno Cora recalls the parallels in their lives and works: “Before becoming masterly photographers, 

Man Ray and Mapplethorpe had both been painters and sculptors, creators of objects; they both lived 

in Brooklyn in New York; they both made portraits of the intellectuals of their time; and they were both 

incisive explorers of the nude form, its sculptural qualities and the energy emanating from it.”
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Mapplethorpe was an artist before being a photographer. His images come from a pictorial culture in 

which we find Titian (The Flaying of Marsyas / Dominick and Elliot), David, Dali, and even the great 

artists of the Italian Renaissance, Michelangelo, Piero della Francesca, Bernini …
 

As in Huysmans’s novel, the exhibition is a countdown for this other dandy from the end of another 

world, Robert Mapplethorpe. It starts with his self-portrait with a skull-headed cane, the image of a 

young man already old, the tragedy of a life cut down in full flight by AIDS. But his almost royal final 

posture, as if beyond death, still (just) alive but already in the posterity of his oeuvre, seems to beckon 

us with a gesture of his pastoral cane to follow him into the world that he constructed in twenty years 

of photography. The exhibition continues with statuary, a dominant theme in Mapplethorpe’s last 

years, photos of statues of the gods in his personal pantheon: Eros, of course, and Hermes … The 

artist always said he used photography to make sculptures, and he ended his oeuvre with 

photographs of sculptures. His nudes were already photographic sculptures. 

Works are not created just anywhere. To be fully appreciated, Mapplethorpe’s art must be put into the 

socio-cultural context of arty New York in the 1970s and 80s, and the underground gay culture there at 

that time. Two permeable and equally radical worlds. To take the measure of the libertarian explosion 

of the time, we need to watch Flesh, Warhol’s film with Joe Dalessandro, which narrates 24 hours in 

the life of a young New York male prostitute. To understand the violence and passion of gay sexuality 

for young New Yorkers fighting for freedom in a repressive period, we must read Edmund White’s The 

Beautiful Room is Empty, the story of a young gay in the years of riots and demonstrations and 

extreme emancipation; and Andrew Holleran’s Dancer from the Dance (1978), to plunge into the 

sexual experiments of Fire Island in the 1970s.  

Mapplethorpe is hailed as one of the world’s greatest photographers and the exhibition aims to give a 

broad view of his work.  

In parallel with this, the musée Rodin is organising a Mapplethorpe-Rodin exhibition, from 8 April to 21 September 

2014 

................................ 

General curator: Jérôme Neutres, advisor to the chairman of the Réunion des Musées Nationaux – Grand 

Palais 

Associate curators: Joree Adilman, manager of the Robert Mapplethorpe Foundation, Hélène Pinet, curator at 

the Musée Rodin and Judith Benhamou-Huet, journalist and art critic.  
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press contacts : 

 

Réunion des musées  

nationaux - Grand Palais 

254-256 rue de Bercy  

75577 Paris cedex 12 

 

Florence Le Moing 

florence.lemoing@rmngp.fr 

01 40 13 47 62 

 

Svetlana Stojanovic 

svetlana.stojanovic@rmngp.fr  

01 40 13 49 95 

 

open: from 10 am to 10 pm on 
Wednesday until Saturday and from 
10 am to 8 pm on Monday and 
Sunday. Closed every Tuesday, and 
closed 1th and 8 May. 
 

rates: € 12, concession € 9 

 

access : métro ligne 1 et 13  

« Champs-Élysées-Clemenceau »  

ou 9 « Franklin D. Roosevelt » 

 
 
information and booking on:  
 
www.grandpalais.fr 

 

 

 

 

 
 

publication by the Réunion des 
musées nationaux-Grand Palais, 
Paris 2014 : 

 

- exhibition catalogue, 20,5 x 24 cm, 

272 pages, 320 illustrations, €35 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

L’exposition est réalisée grâce au mécénat d’Aurel BGC. 
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